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i. Abstract 
 The purpose of this thesis is to synthesize research of experiential learning for adult 
Spanish learners in higher education to identify important takeaways and propose draft 
curriculum to improve acquisition for learners through experience-based and hands-on practices. 
Hopefully, this will aid in understanding, identify gaps in existing research, and better inform 
lesson-planning for instructors. My research does not include any comparison to other languages 
or other levels of education. I approach the issue through exploratory and descriptive research 
through open-source data retrieval by information obtained from governmental and 
nongovernmental resources.  
 Keywords: concrete experience, reflection, processing 
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Learn, Try Repeat: Experiential Learning in Adult Second Language Acquisition of 
Spanish in Higher Education 
My favorite homework assignment was in seventh-grade biology class. Each of us was 
instructed to pick an exotic animal to research for a short paper and presentation to the class, 
except it could not be too exotic as we were going to have a field trip to the Lincoln Children’s 
Zoo to visit our chosen animals. Luckily, my favorite animal, a penguin, was not only at the 
Lincoln Children’s Zoo but had one of the coolest exhibits. And while I may not have recognized 
the reasoning behind my sincere enjoyment and noteworthy acquisition of knowledge of this 
flightless bird, the type of instruction my teacher deployed is a prime example of one of the most 
effective pedagogies across education: experiential learning. This act of going to the zoo to learn 
and observe a chosen animal, supplemented by formal research, and followed by the application 
of said knowledge in a presentation, differs greatly from the simple act of just reading about 
animals in a textbook that could have happened. Experiential learning is an important and 
impactful form of instruction and for more fields than just seventh-grade biology. 
“Learning by doing,” albeit cliché, is a core component to not only knowledge 
acquisition, but to educational instruction as well. This process of gaining knowledge through 
experience, specifically through reflection on action, is experiential learning (Kolb, 1984). 
Typically, this is a hands-on process, like going to the zoo, with a crucial part of processing 
thereafter, like a class presentation. It is related to other forms of active learning, but different 
from more repetitious forms with comparatively passive roles.  
There are plenty of examples of experiential learning in the sciences, such as laboratory 
work and common undergraduate research opportunities. Certain fields, like science, have 
implemented better experiential learning practices at a faster pace, with greater ease, and across 
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varied levels, such as early on in middle school. Finding similar opportunities in the foreign 
language classroom is not as straightforward and requires curating creative curriculum and 
implementing unique activities with practical applications for its participants. Ultimately, 
experiential learning aims at integrating linguistic and learning theories into a holistic and 
consistent educational approach to language teaching. It provides useful pedagogical concepts 
and tools for developing language teaching as foreign language education as will be explained. 
There is a wealth of research on second language acquisition (SLA) in adult learners. 
Narrowing down research to specifically the environment of higher education for the Spanish 
language greatly reduces the scope, even more so as it relates to experiential learning. The 
importance, however, of understanding the effects of experiential learning in adult second 
language acquisition of Spanish is crucial to improving education to meet the great need for 
fluent Spanish-speakers across the workforce. With an estimated 450 million people worldwide, 
Spanish is the world’s second most widely spoken language following Mandarin Chinese. More 
than 43 million native Spanish speakers (their first language) reside in the U.S. alone (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2020). That number continues to grow, with the U.S. categorized as the second-
largest Spanish-speaking country in the world, only after Mexico. Furthermore, Spanish is the 
most studied language in the U.S. with 50 percent of American college students choosing to 
study Spanish (Looney & Lusin, 2019). Consequently, the prioritization of effective instruction 
of this language is of critical importance for the American higher education system. 
This paper aims to synthesize research of these overlapping topics to drill down to the 
important takeaways to improve Spanish language acquisition for learners in higher education 
through experience-based and hands-on practices, supported by the experiential learning theory. 
Hopefully, this will aid in understanding, identify gaps in existing research, and better inform 
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lesson-planning for instructors. First, we will go through a condensed literature review of second 
language acquisition research, especially for adult learners. Thereafter, we will outline some key 
terminology that will be crucial to understanding the rest of the research. This will include 
highlights from some summary publications on foreign language pedagogy. Next, we will fully 
breakdown the experiential learning theory, before fitting it into the mold of foreign language 
education acquisition. Subsequently, we will tie in some recent seminal research on language 
acquisition. To wrap up, we will identify some potential applications for this research and walk-
through draft activities before finally reviewing the covered material and concluding. 
II. Literature Review 
II. a. Second Language Acquisition: A Wealth of Knowledge 
Second language acquisition of any language for adult learners is a varied process with 
quite different outcomes. First language acquisition (“L1”) by normally developing children is 
typically successful and complete, whereas the outcome of adult second language acquisition 
(“L2”) is variable and often incomplete. There are a variety of factors that impact the success of 
this acquisition, namely because these types of language acquisition are fundamentally different, 
but ultimately L2 acquisition is not guaranteed in adulthood. Luckily, for native English 
speakers, Spanish is one of the easiest languages in which to achieve fluency. Spanish requires 
about 600 hours of study to achieve “general professional proficiency” in speaking and reading. 
While 600 hours may seem like a sizeable amount, Spanish is actually one of the easiest to learn 
in comparison to necessary hours in other languages (US Foreign Service Institute, 2021). 
It is well understood that “the earlier, the better” when it comes to learning a language. 
However, there has recently been more insight into when language acquisition changes for 
children to adults. Learning a language before the age of 18 provides a better likelihood of 
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obtaining a native-like mastery of the language’s grammar than later on in life (Hartshorne, et. al. 
2018). Still, adults of any age can obtain incredible mastery nearly as quickly as children. There 
is a statistical advantage to starting your learning earlier but a high level of mastery can be 
achieved. According to American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) 
proficiency guidelines, for many adults, advance-mid, advanced-low, or even intermediate-high 
might be adequate for what speakers need for “functional proficiency (the next section discusses 
the definition of proficiency in more detail)” that allows them to achieve most of their objectives 
and get by in their target language (ACTFL, 2012). Unfortunately, research gives little insight 
into why there is a cut off age. It is possible that adults simply do not have as much time to be 
exposed as children do to learning a new language and that they often hit a point where it stops 
being helpful to improve their understandings. Adults are more likely to attain fluency at this 
slower pace, with reaching a native-level mastery sometimes proves to add little advantage. 
Ultimately though, acquiring a L2 later in life has consequences for the linguistic, neurological, 
and cognitive mechanisms that undermine the relatively fast, effortless, and eventually 
successful language acquisition that typically occurs in childhood for L1 learners. 
There has been extensive research to understand the challenges of adult language 
acquisition. A variety of research has presented a representational deficit view of L2 acquisition: 
No Parameter Setting Hypothesis (Clahsen & Muysken, 1986), the Incompleteness Hypothesis 
(Schachter, 1990), the Fundamental Difference Hypothesis (Bley‐Vroman, 1990), the Failed 
Functional Features Hypothesis (Hawkins & Chan, 1997), and, most recently, the Interpretability 
Hypothesis (Tsimpli & Dimitrakopulou, 2007), all proposed within the framework of universal 
grammar, which suggests that the ability to learn grammar is built into the human brain from 
birth regardless of language, in an attempt to account for the differential outcomes for adults 
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among languages (Chomsky, 2005). Universal grammar, a vital contribution by Chomsky and a 
core component of language acquisition research, has been revisited over the decades by various 
researchers, contributors, and Chomsky himself. Most recently, universal grammar’s role in the 
philosophy of language has been updated to build upon the understanding that innate, genetically 
determined language with grammatical rules not only exists in all humans, but merges with the 
internal system of thoughts due to our genetic code (Berwick & Chomsky, 2016). They propose 
that a single genetic mutation in humans gave rise to a mental ability, Merge, that allows for 
complex thoughts, unlike other organisms. Thus, through interaction with our hearing and vocal 
organs, the hierarchically structured existence of human language came to be. The connection 
between these two systems, our genetic code and vocalization system, is a budding field of 
discovery. 
Ultimately, there are many theories identifying challenges and attempting to propose the 
best way to learn a second language in the classroom. Even more teaching methods and materials 
have been developed to implement these theories (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Research that 
specifically investigates relationships between teaching and learning has varied approaches, from 
large-scale quantitative to in-depth qualitative studies, case studies to controlled experiments, to 
everything in between. Furthermore, there are departmental differences between modern 
language research and language education research, i.e. Spanish language research often looks at 
problems from a cognitive perspective while Spanish education research often looks at the same 
problem from an instructional perspective. This can sometimes lead to the filtering out of 
important differences and resolutions with siloed perspectives. For the purpose of this paper, no 
singular answer has been supplied to the differences and unique challenges adults face in their 
language acquisition journey. My hypothesis does not attempt to resolve this dispute, nor does 
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this paper identify experiential learning as the only pathway to desired fluency. This hypothesis 
aims to understand an avenue for best practice to advance knowledge, not further investigate 
shortcomings, identify unique challenges, or present an individual solution. 
Furthermore, there is particularly interesting research on some of the cultural and social 
impacts on learners relevant to eventually understanding the impact of learning strategies. For 
example, there is a better understanding related to gender identity and classification of others, 
objects, etc. among native English speakers in the acquisition of the Spanish language (Montrul, 
2008). Commonly, L2 learners make systematic gender agreement errors, with errors more 
pronounced in production rather than in comprehension. Some understanding has noted the 
general differences for adult learners in the Spanish language between learning in various 
contexts, such as abroad or at home (Segalowitz, 2004). The results show that in some respects 
learners in the study abroad context made greater gains, like one can surmise. However, 
significant interaction effects and correlational patterns indicating complex relationships between 
oral proficiency, cognitive abilities, and language contact were also found. This ultimately 
demonstrates the importance of the dynamic interactions that exist among oral, cognitive, and 
contextual variables in a variety of environments. 
Context undeniably has a serious impact on L2 acquisition for any learner, especially 
adults. A multitude of learning strategies for language learners across cultures, ages, and 
languages have been researched (Oxford, 1989). Most importantly, language learning research 
has at times overemphasized metacognitive (awareness and understanding of one's own thought 
processes) and cognitive (mental processes of knowing and perceiving) strategies at the expense 
of other important considerations, such as best practices, environments, and other levels of 
nuance. Research has predominantly focused on the relationship between learning strategy use 
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and the ultimate output of language proficiency, individual differences in the use of similar 
learning strategies, and the value of training instructors in the use of language learning strategies. 
The gaps in this research lead to more tailored approaches lacking understanding and proper 
clarity for implementation in the classroom, especially at higher education institutions for L2 
adult learners in Spanish. Summary publications synthesizing foundational components of 
language acquisition research, such as Lightbown and Spada in 2013 but also Ellis, Hedge, and 
others, also lack the specific identification and digestion of the experiential learning theory and 
specific studies in the language acquisition field (Ellis, 2012 and Hedge, 2000). Consequently, 
more recent efforts to uncover experiential learning’s impact have had to rely on predominately 
task-based language teaching (TBLT) studies (which will be explained in further detail). 
II. b. Key Terminology 
First, although used interchangeably in informal contexts, there is a key difference in 
proficiency and fluency for linguists in language acquisition research. “Fluency” is a student’s 
ability to put words together with ease, quickly, and without noteworthy hesitation; literally the 
flowing quality of language. However, fluency does not, on its own, imply flawless speech. 
Some speakers who are “fluent” make many errors within accurate speech, such as syntax, 
vocabulary, and grammar. A high fluency does not necessarily mean that the communication of 
said language will be accurate or error-free. Unfortunately, this can interfere with 
comprehensibility and impede communication. Conversely, “proficiency” includes this precision 
and mastery that is lacking for certain fluent speakers. There is adequate command of grammar 
and vocabulary, to communicate effectively without too many errors that would impede 
communication. This does not necessarily mean that their skills are perfect though. Proficiency 
generally entails fluency as one component of language mastery, i.e. a proficient learner is 
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almost always also a fluent learner. There are only exceptional cases where a speaker is 
proficient but not fluent. Additionally, highly proficient students are more likely to make minor 
errors than students with a lower level understanding. For example, native English speakers with 
proficiency in Spanish often make gender agreement mistakes: they might say “la problema,” 
using the wrong article, but this ultimately does not prevent them from being understood by 
interlocutors, or participants in a conversation. The presentation of errors in a speaker’s 
communication (an aspect of their performance) in comparison to their actual fluency (an aspect 
of their competence) is also an important distinction. 
Competence simply refers to knowledge of language (Chomsky, 2005). This is contrasted 
with performance, which is the way a person actually uses language – whether for speaking, 
listening, reading, or writing. While the discussion of competency and performance is a heavily 
discussed and nuanced one, for simplicity’s sake, the difference here is that performance is the 
production of actual utterances and it may not always be a direct reflection of competence, i.e. 
speaker errors despite the knowledge of better. Therefore, research often observes performance, 
with competence inferred from the nature of said performance. There are similar distinctions in 
the usage of these words like proficiency and fluency.  
For the purposes of this paper, language acquisition and language learning are used 
interchangeably, with foreign language learning primarily including that of the Spanish 
language. Additionally, experiential learning is related to but not exactly task-based language 
teaching (TBLT). TBLT is a form of instruction where educational activities are “tasks” or 
“actions” similar to traditional curriculum those learners might engage in outside the foreign 
language classroom, such as writing a news article or making travel plans. Experiential learning 
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uses TBLT to inform a theory of best practice for instruction by incorporating various stages and 
a key component of reflection (will be explained in further detail).  
III. Experiential Learning Basics 
This variety of questions and answers led to my identification of a singular hypothesis, 
the experiential learning theory. Experiential learning in foreign language instruction is a 
relatively new pedagogy in terms of study (circa 2001), but the general concept of learning 
through experience is of course a historical practice. “For the things we have to learn before we 
can do them, we learn by doing them,” was stated by Aristotle around 350 BCE in the second 
book of Nicomachean Ethics.  
However, as a specifically articulated educational approach, experiential learning is of 
much more recent academic exploration. The most important contributor and main developer 
behind the modern theory of experiential learning is David A. Kolb. His original model of 
experiential learning, developed in 1984, has been revisited over the past decades, providing 
updated information and more clarity (Kolb, 2014). In simplest terms, experiential learning is an 
educational approach that works to integrate theoretical and practical elements of learning for a 
whole student-centered approach (explained in more detail later on), emphasizing the 
significance of personal experience for learning. It is hard to define exactly what is and is not 
experiential learning, but it is a multilayered process that includes multisensory experiences 
(such as seeing a penguin in real life at a zoo and not just watching a movie about it) and 
kinesthetic aspects (such as an interactive presentation and not just listening to a lecture). 
Consequently, it emphasizes learning in which the learner is directly in touch with the 
phenomenon being studied, rather than just watching, reading, hearing, or thinking about it.  
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Figure A. David Kolb’s Model of Experiential Learning Theory (1984) 
 
Kolb’s model suggests that learning is a process of conflict resolution between two 
dialectically opposed dimensions, the prehension dimension and the transformation dimension. 
The prehension dimension explores the ways in which the individual grasps the experience. The 
dimension includes two polar ends of the ways of knowing, ranging from unconscious, intuitive 
experience (“abstract conceptualization”), to conscious comprehension (“concrete experience”) 
(Kolb, 2014). Often, abstract conceptualization structures and organizes the flow of unconscious 
sensations. Reality, related to the ultimate goal of learning, is thus grasped and made sense of 
through varying degrees of unconscious and conscious learning. This is located on the vertical 
perception continuum and can be summarized with the question of how do we think about 
things? The transformation dimension includes the alteration of experience through reflective 
observation and active experimentation (Kolb, 2014). An individual with an active orientation 
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(experimentation) is willing to take risks and has little concern for errors or failure. An individual 
with a reflective orientation (observation), on the other hand, may withdraw from such risks, 
preferring to transform experiences through reflective observation. This is located on the 
processing continuum and can be summarized with the question of how do we do things? 
Consequently, the polar ends of the two dimensions yield four orientations to learning: 
concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active 
experimentation (Kolb, 2014). Concrete experience, “feeling,” is learning by intuition, with an 
emphasis on personal experiences, belonging, and emotion. This can be classified as the “first” 
part of the cycle, with instructional activities such as small group discussions, simulations, and 
drama techniques, such as story-telling, that allow students to do or have the experience. The 
student is aware of both the processes that are taking place and which are ultimately enabling 
learning to occur 
Next is reflective observation, “watching,” which includes learning by perception and 
focuses on understanding the ideas and situations through careful observation. The learner is 
concerned with how things happen in the previous experience by attempting to see them from 
different perspectives and/or relying on one’s thoughts, feelings, and personal judgment. This 
analysis step can include instructional techniques such as personal journals, reflective essays, 
observation reports, thoughtful questions, and discussions. Hopefully, the student is involved in a 
reflective experience which enables them to relate current learning in the past, present, or even 
future.  
The next orientation is abstract conceptualization, “thinking,” which creates learning by 
rigorous thinking by using a systematic approach to structure and frame the phenomena. 
Emphasis is placed on the definition and classification of abstract ideas and concepts, aiming at 
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precise conceptual categories. This phase relies heavily on traditional forms of teaching that 
often come to mind in higher education instruction, such as theory construction, lecturing, and 
building models or analogies. Here, the experience and content are personally significant, i.e., 
what is being learned and how it is being learned have special importance for the student through 
their thinking. The goal is for students to be able to connect ideas and link to existing knowledge.  
The final phase is active experimentation, “doing,” which consists of learning by action 
through an emphasis on practical applications of said experience and processing into real-life 
contexts. The student plans and tries out what they learned. This could include fieldwork, various 
projects, laboratory work, games, dramatizations, simulations, and role play. Finally, in this 
stage, there is the involvement of the whole self: body, thoughts, feelings, and actions, not just of 
the mind. In other words, the student is engaged as a whole student, a whole person (Kolb, 
2014). This four-stage cycle combines all of these orientations to create experiential learning as 
Kolb’s research has come to define it. 
Figure B. The Cycle of Experiential Learning Theory 
  
To synthesize this information, Kolb believed that we can perform both of these variables 
(processing and perceiving) on a single axis at the same time (i.e. thinking and feeling) in a 
combination of the four-step cycle. Thus, our manner of education is a product of these two-
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choice decisions, producing four learning styles; diverging, assimilating, and converging, 
accommodating (Kolb, 2014). Diverging (“feeling and watching” – concrete experience and 
reflective observation) is the learning style of students who are able to look at things from 
different perspectives with notable sensitivity. They often prefer to watch rather than do, tending 
to gather information and use imagination to solve problems. They are best at viewing concrete 
situations from several different viewpoints. These students often perform better in situations 
that require idea generation for experiential learning, such as activities with a sizable amount of 
brainstorming (McLeod, 2017). Luckily for the foreign language classroom though, students 
with a diverging learning style have broad cultural interests and often an open mind, especially to 
receive personal feedback.  
The next style is assimilating (“watching and thinking” – reflective observation and 
abstract conceptualization) which constitutes a concise, logical approach. Students of this 
preferred learning style desire clear explanation rather than a practical opportunity. They excel at 
understanding and organizing wide-ranging information with a greater interest in ideas and 
abstract concepts, such as logically sound theories rather than approaches based on practical 
value (Kolb, 2014). This style most aligns with traditional teaching pedagogies, such as formal 
instruction with readings, lectures, and analytical model exploration, with space and time to think 
things through.  
Converging (“thinking and doing” – abstract conceptualization and active 
experimentation) is a learning style that can find and solve problems to practical issues through 
utilization of knowledge. Students of this style prefer technical tasks and are less concerned with 
the interpersonal aspect of classroom instruction, with a likely desire to experiment with new 
ideas, simulate solution creation, and work with practical applications.  
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The final style is accommodating (“feeling and doing” – active experimentation and 
concrete experience), which is the most “hands-on” approach, with students often relying on 
their own intuition rather than logic. These students will tend to use others’ analysis to inform 
their own practical, experiential approach (Kolb, 2014). They are attracted to new challenges and 
to carrying out plans, often relying on a “gut” instinct rather than methodically assessment of 
information. This is the most prevalent learning style.  
To explain in different terminology, we can see the construction of Kolb's learning styles 
in terms of a two-by-two matrix. Each learning style represents a combination of two preferred 
styles. Knowing these learning styles enables learning to be orientated according to the preferred 
method, even though ultimately everyone responds to and needs the stimulus of all types of 
learning styles to one extent or another. Finding personal best practice is a matter of placing an 
emphasis on the style that fits best with the given situation and a student’s learning style 
preference. 
Figure C. The Matrix of Experiential Learning 






Concrete Experience  
(Feeling) “CE” 
Accommodating (CE/AE) Diverging (CE/RO) 
Abstract Conceptualization 
(Thinking) AC 
Converging (AC/AE) Assimilating (AC/RO) 
 
Most importantly, throughout virtually all of these four components, there is a core tenet 
of experiential learning: the immediate personal experience is the focal point for said learning. 
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Personal experience gives the “life, texture, and subjective personal meaning to abstract 
concepts,” (Kolb, 2014). Simultaneously, it provides “a concrete, publicly shared reference point 
for testing the implications and validity of ideas created during the learning process.” However, 
experience alone is not a sufficient condition for learning. Experiences also need to be processed 
consciously through reflection to achieve the ultimate goal of learning, otherwise this would just 
be “experiences,” not “experiential learning.” 
This is a cyclic process that integrates immediate experience, reflection, abstract 
conceptualization, and action. And while reflection is an important part, it is not a new concept 
in the field of education: learning something requires that one notices the gained knowledge in 
the first place (Kolb, 2014). To learn something, one has to notice it and be motivated to do 
something about it through a conscious, rather than unconscious, effort. This integration of 
cognitive, affective, and volitional components of personality means a holistic, whole-person 
approach to learning. Ultimately, learning only has positive effects when students have the desire 
to absorb and retain the information. Therefore, experiential learning relies on the basis of 
explicitly articulating progress direction for learners. This hands-on approach to learning moves 
away from the traditional model of lecturing, the instructor imparting and transferring their 
knowledge to students. Kolb’s hypothesis identifies learning as an experience that moves beyond 
the classroom and strives to bring a more involved way of learning, with important points of 
conscious absorption of knowledge through reflection. In summary, experience is only the first 
step in the learning process. For learning to be extracted from activities, the action must be 
followed by a vital step of reflection. This ability to reflect on an experience and on initial 
responses is the “missing link” that defines the relationship between experience and learning 
(Knutson, 2003). 
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Possibly the earliest call to re-orient instruction in the foreign language classroom around 
some of Kolb’s proposals has occurred within the 21st century, beginning with Viljo Kohonen, 
Riitta Jaatinen, Pauli Kaikkonen, and Jorma Lehtovaara with their important book, Experiential 
Learning in Foreign Language Education, originally published in 2001 (Eduardo, 2003). They 
identified experiential foreign language education and intercultural learning as essential 
components of both student knowledge acquisition and the teaching profession. This pedagogy 
allows for teachers to assess different types of learners, as explained above, at different stages of 
growth (Kohenen, et al. 2014). Their classification of the three main goals of teaching and 
learning a foreign language – knowledge of the language, language for human understanding, 
and language as an expression and interpretation of culture and society – are best informed 
through deep consciousness of experiences and thorough reflection of actions and observations 
(Eduardo, 2003).  
IV. Moving Forward 
IV. a. Application & Challenges 
Building off of this theory, foreign language teaching and learning researchers have 
deepened the discussion with other nuanced approaches to experiential learning. Recent 
approaches have analyzed students’ own contributions to their learning, such as initiative-taking 
and active involvement; thus, students themselves have become the focus through this shift of 
research. For example, the “Let’s Talk” proposal, or one of the key interaction hypothesis-based 
research identified by Lightbown and Spada, places a high value in the digestible input and 
conversational interactions with teachers and other students for learning. The quality and 
quantity of interaction among teachers and students can soemtiems be categorized as experiential 
learning, particularly conversation-based group and pair work (Lightbown, Spada 2013). More 
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recently, learner capacities have been identified as great contributors to second language 
learning, with a greater likelihood to facilitate learning. Corrective feedback has been identified 
as one feature that is believed to play a crucial role in helping learners to make connections 
between form and meaning. In this sense, collaborative interaction, such as “talking,” is the gold 
standard for a form of experiential learning. 
Experiences of language, communication, culture, and personal learning are essential for 
foreign language learning. However, these activities are more effective if they are processed 
thereafter. Learning requires an explicit awareness and understanding of what it is that needs to 
be learned and why such learning is necessary. Learning is the process of creating new 
knowledge and understandings through the transformation of experience. Reflection plays an 
important role in this process by providing a bridge between practical experience and theoretical 
conceptualization. Consequently, experiential learning techniques include a rich variety of 
interactive practices whereby the participants have opportunities to learn from their own and 
each other's experiences, being actively and personally engaged in the process. Some example 
activities include portfolios, role plays, drama activities, simulations, case studies, models, 
analogies, theory construction, story-telling, and discussions in cooperative groups or pairs. All 
of these contain a common element of learning from immediate experience by engaging the 
learners in the process as whole persons, both intellectually and emotionally. Notably, 
experiential learning is not stream-of-consciousness writing, keeping a diary, producing a 
summary of activities, nor touchy-feely introspection. These activities are too subjective to 
evaluate in a meaningful way and lack rigor required for substantive academic work in the higher 
education classroom. 
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Experience gives food for reflective thinking, which in turn leads to abstract 
conceptualizations and hypotheses to be tried out through active experimentation. Practical 
action, in turn, yields concrete experiential material for reflection. Ultimately, reflection plays an 
important role in this process by providing a bridge, as it were, between experience and 
theoretical conceptualization. 
IV. b. Example Curriculum 
As previously discussed, there are numerous ways experiential learning could be included 
in the higher education classroom to further second language acquisition of Spanish. For context, 
I have created a draft assignment that could be used for a lower-level course that incorporates 
experiential learning into both homework outside of the course and in class through group work. 
Adaptations for various classes with disparate focuses would obviously be best left up to the 
instructors’ discernment. 
Figure D. Draft Experiential Learning Activity – Intermediate Level 
Tarea del Mundo Real                                                           SPAN 201 
☐Completar 20 intercambios por mensaje de texto con un hablante nativo de español 
☐Elegir un compañía y mirar por lo menos 20 minutos de las noticias en español  
☐Visitar un restaurante local y ordenar en español 
Después de terminar estas actividades, escribir una reflexión por lo menos de una página sobre 
lo que (no) gusta, aprende, siente, y otras evaluaciones de las actividades. 
Una discusión con todos los miembros de clase ocurrirá al siguiente día con sus comentarios. 
 
The conversation between the Spanish learner and the native speakers presents exposure 
to new vocabulary, opportunity for clarifying remarks, and an overall greater opportunity for 
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learning than students of the same proficiency level. Just the opportunity for students to make 
mistakes and negotiate for qualitative meaning is a critical place for advancement of knowledge. 
The second activity allows for students to take initiative and find their own news broadcast, 
prompting creativity and originality. The final activity of ordering food from a restaurant in 
Spanish is the best experiential learning activity in the draft curriculum. The deployment of the 
students language skills in a real world setting allows for the greatest learning opportunity. All 
three of these activities are part of the “concrete experience” of the experiential learning theory. 
Writing a reflection after allows for definitive “reflective observation.” “Abstract 
conceptualization” happens in class during the students’ discussion about the experiences and 
reflections, allowing the instructor the opportunity to tie in current lessons and offer constructive 
direction. The final stage of “active experimentation” then happens when students implement the 
concepts they learned and the skills they practiced thereafter, becoming a part of their language 
knowledge.  
Figure E. Draft Experiential Learning Activity – Advanced Level 
Tarea del Mundo Real                                                           SPAN 401 
Aprendizaje de Servicio 
Elegir una organización de la lista para pasar por lo menos 2 horas de tiempo voluntario en 
servicios traducción, instrucción, u otra actividad aprobada que requiera el uso del español 
(La lista incluiría organizaciones locales. Por ejemplo, en Lincoln la lista podría incluir 
Lincoln Literacy, El Centro de las Americas, Lincoln Public Schools, etc.) 
Después de terminar el servicio, escribir una reflexión por lo menos de dos páginas sobre lo 
que (no) gusta, aprende, siente, y otras evaluaciones de la experiencia. Usar esta reflexión para 
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una presentación a la clase, por lo menos do cinco minutos. La presentación necesita incluir 
por lo menos una imagen. 
Una discusión con todos los miembros de la clase ocurrirá al siguiente día con sus comentarios 
después las presentaciones. Preparar comparaciones y opiniones sobre las experiencias 
diferentes de sus compañeros de clase. 
 
While service learning in the U.S. higher education system can present some challenges – 
white saviorism, stereotyping, etc. – they are accessible opportunities that can affect good in a 
community if done correctly. Courses designed around service learning can touch on important 
challenges and perspectives that need to be kept in mind for adult Spanish learners while serving 
Spanish-speakers. This draft activity is for a more advanced level of Spanish instruction that 
deploys best practices for experiential theory, similarly, incorporating all of the phases like the 
first activity. Students would use their language skills is real life situations, with the opportunity 
to process and present their learning in a formal environment.  
Opportunities for learners to engage in conversational interactions in group and paired 
activities can lead to increased communicative competence and the ability to manage 
conversations in a second language. However, there are some shortcomings with this type of 
activity and experiential learning overall in the Spanish classrooms, identifying gaps in 
understanding that require further exploration. For example, some learners may make slow 
progress on acquiring more accurate and sophisticated language if there is no focus on form. This 
is especially true in classes where students’ shared language and learning backgrounds allow 
them to communicate successfully despite their errors (Lightbown and Spada, 2013). Some of 
these activities emphasize meaning and attempts to simulate "natural” communication in 
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conversational interaction, thus producing fluency but not necessarily proficiency. The students’ 
focus is naturally on what they say, not how to say it nor how accurate it might be. These types 
of activities are incomplete on their own, with learners’ gains in confidence and conversational 
skills potentially not aligning with their development of more accurate and complex language 
skills. Consequently, experiential learning must couple the critical period of reflection with form-
focused instruction and meaning-based redirection to address some of these areas that are most 
likely identified in reflection. The partial answers to many questions, especially what the learners 
themselves believe is the most beneficial, are often identified through processing of what was (or 
was not) gained from a selected activity. Empirical evidence is hardly conclusive: questions 
remain on instructor practices, especially how they speak to students, and their effectiveness to 
facilitate language learning. There is also less research on learner-led discourse than on teacher-
directed discourse. In all, there is a lot of room for growth to better understand the tangible 
impacts of experiential learning in acquisition of Spanish in higher education.  
V. Conclusion 
“I hear and I forget, I see and I remember, I do and I understand,” said Confucius. This 
paper synthesized research on Spanish language acquisition for learners in higher education 
through experience-based and hands-on practices, supported by the experiential learning theory. 
First, we outlined some key terminology that were crucial to understanding the rest of the 
research. Thereafter we processed a condensed literature review of second language acquisition 
research, especially for adult learners. This included highlights from some summary publications 
on foreign language pedagogy. Next, we broke down the experiential learning theory, before 
fitting it into the mold of foreign language education acquisition. Subsequently, we tied in some 
recent seminal research on language acquisition. To wrap up, we identified some potential 
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applications for this research and walked-through draft activities before finally reviewing the 
covered material and concluding. 
Students learn in many ways, with grammar translation activities working very well for 
some students, while leaving others too far behind; this is true for reading assignments, lecturing, 
and every other type of teaching in between. What is unique about experiential learning is its 
reliance on the ultimate goal of language acquisition, its hopeful use. In leveraging activities that 
put language skills into motion, students can better develop the skills that serve their ultimate 
purpose in learning the language. While this method has varied implementations and ultimately 
still, not every student will learn perfectly, experiential learning for adult second language 
acquisition of Spanish in higher education is an important research area that presents 
consequential impacts for the classrooms we share. Ultimately, experiential learning can and 
should be used in higher education Spanish classrooms to improve language acquisition for adult 
second language learners. Notably, critical reflection generates, documents, and deepens 
understanding for all types of learners. Although language learning is affected by many factors, 
with many of them outside instructors' control, the necessity to better understand experiential 
learning through sharper definition of its potential benefits is clear. 
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VI. Appendix 
 Undeniably, the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the way we not only teach and learn, 
but truly live and exist. Virtual instruction has presented especially unique difficulty for students 
and teachers alike. Future research will undoubtedly uncover the implications of these major 
alterations. For experiential learning, the difficulty of safe in-person interactions would make 
certain applications of my research more challenging to achieve, such as service-learning 
opportunities. With some programs eliminated or transitioned to remote formats, locating safe 
volunteer opportunities would be more difficult. Furthermore, heightened socioeconomic 
challenges for many students make accessibility of experiential learning a greater challenge. 
While the true impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on Spanish education will take years to fully 
understanding, for now, keeping some of these challenges in mind for experiential learning is 
key. 
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